This research-paper aims at examining the effectiveness of cooperative learning activities in enhancing EFL learners' fluency. The researcher has used the descriptive approach, recorded interviews for testing fluency as tools of data collection and the software program SPSS as a tool for the statistical treatment of data. Research sample consists of (48) first year-students, studying English language in the Faculty of Education at Omdurman Islamic University-Sudan. The students were divided into experimental and control groups for the requirement of the research-paper. The program of the experimental group lasted for a whole month in which much practice was conducted through the Cooperative Learning activities for enhancing the experimental group's fluency. The most important result indicates a statistically significant correlation between the Cooperative Learning activities and the improvement of EFL learners' oral fluency of speaking. The most important recommendation addresses the concerned authorities to train EFL teachers in the use of Cooperative Learning activities in the teaching/learning process for the purpose of furnishing to generalize their use in the various institutions where English language is studied.
Introduction
Based on the researcher's experience in English language teaching at the university level, he ascertains that, EFL learners are introduced to rich courses of English language throughout the academic sessions in the university. The prescribed courses are well-designed to contribute positively in promoting EFL learners' communicative competence and meanwhile, reasonable time is devoted to the achievement of such courses. Simultaneously, the researcher notices that, among the finalist and semi-finalist students, there are students who still find it difficult to communicate their ideas or express themselves in fluent English. However, students on the lower levels, struggle with their spoken English even in simple tasks and in this sense, fluency is rarely observed.
However, incapability of communicating fluently, easily and normally, constitutes a psychological barrier that eventually reduces students' effective interaction in foreign language learning-contexts. Such a problem affects negatively students' academic achievements and casts dim shadows on their future working-opportunities as well. And, for these reasons, this research paper seeks to address this special problem by attempting to answer the following question:
To what extent the Cooperative Learning Activities are effective in improving oral fluency of speaking to the EFL learners in the university level?
Significance
The significance of this study is its attempt in realizing the concepts of the Cooperative Learning Activities, particularly in improving EFL learners' oral fluency of speaking. On the other hand, fluency constitutes a top target for EFL learners who struggle to achieve it. EFL learners hope to get their messages across smoothly, easily and reasonably fluently without having to stop or pause a lot, meanwhile communication is the most essential part of speaking and it is important to communicate one's ideas as naturally as possible.
Objective
The aim of this research-paper is to investigate: the correlation between the Cooperative Learning Activities and the improvement of oral fluency of speaking to the EFL learners in the university level.
Moreover, the research-paper seeks to contribute scientifically in the field of developing English language as a foreign tongue.
Preamble
Cooperative Learning is an old approach in the teaching/learning process as Johnson: (1991) reports: "In the late 1700s, Joseph Lancaster and Andrew Bell used cooperative learning groups extensively in England, and the idea was brought to the United States when a Lancastrian school was opened in New York City in 1806." This shows the deep roots of the Cooperative Learning, and since that time there have been various stages of developments which have situated it among other approaches and methods of the teaching/learning process. The Cooperative Learning now has its unique definitions, concepts, theories and applications in terms of methods and techniques, which are explored in the following lines.
Definitions of Cooperative Learning
Scholars have defined cooperative learning in various terms, among these definitions: 1) Johnson's Definition Johnson (1991) 
Exploring the Definitions
The definitions reflect that, Cooperative Learning is a teaching strategy in which small teams of students use a variety of learning activities to improve their understanding of a subject. Each member of a team is responsible not only for learning what is taught but also for helping teammates learn, thus creating an environment of achievement and practice is required. In this sense, all members of a team work together to produce a common product and even if the members are of different levels of abilities. Now, and with reference to the above-mentioned definitions, associated with the objectives of this research-paper, the researcher comes out with the following operational definition:
Operational Definition
Cooperative Learning might broadly be defined as any classroom learning situation in which students of all levels of performance work together in structured groups toward a common goal. In the competition with every other individual in the classroom, students are given the accountability of creating a learning community where all students participate in a significant and meaningful way.
Cooperative Learning Theories
Cooperative Learning is well-grounded by three famous theories: 1) Social Interdependence Theory 2) Classical Learning Theory 3) Individual Differences Theory
Social Interdependence Theory
Social interdependence theory is a classic instance of the interaction theory, research and practice. The basic idea of the theory is the way in which goals are structured and how individuals interact, which in turn creates outcomes. Johnson and Johnson, (1989) claim that, "There are two types of social interdependence: positive, when the actions of individuals promote the achievement of joint goals, and negative, when the actions of individuals obstruct the achievement of each other's goal." Their ideas show that, positive interdependence exists when individuals understand that they can attain their goals if the other individuals with whom they are cooperatively linked also attain their goals and, therefore, promote each other's efforts to achieve the goals. Negative interdependence exists when individuals understand that they can obtain their goals if the other individuals with whom they are competitively fail to gain their goals and, therefore, disrupt each other's efforts to achieve the goals.
Therefore, positive interdependence results in promoted interaction, negative interdependence results in oppositional interaction, and no interdependence results in the absence of interaction. Promoted interaction can be referred to as individuals supporting and facilitating each other's efforts to complete tasks, achieve, or produce in order to attain the group's goals.
A number of researches point out that, cooperative learning efforts resort to promote greater efforts to realize positive relationships. Power of cooperation depends on the existence of positive interdependence that results in encouraging action and interaction. In application of Social Interdependence Theory, there is major evidence that cooperative efforts tend to promote big efforts to achieve more positive relationships, and greater psychological health than do competitive or individualistic efforts.
Furthermore, the power of cooperation has been shown to rely on the presence of clear, positive interdependence, which includes individual accountability that results in promoted interaction that involves appropriate use of social skills and group processing. These consequences provide strong confirmation of social interdependence theory, as the validating research encompasses considerable diversity and generalizability. Having a supported theory, however, does not imply that it will direct or even influence practice. Effective practices can be derived from sound theories, but they can also be validly derived from unsound theories or from no theory at all. Moreover, effective practice can be derived from validated theory only if the theory is stated with sufficient accuracy that effective procedures can be deduced for practitioners to use.
Classical Learning Theory
Classical learning theory encompasses four dimensions: 1) Reinforcement 2) Correction opportunity 3) Practice opportunity 4) Transference Kagan and Miguel (2009) claim that, "when behaviour is followed by a reward, it is more likely to be repeated." According to the quote, if a teacher asks a student to write five papers for a year versus a considerable prize from now, this would not motivate him much, but if the teacher asks the same student to write five papers at present versus a small prize, this motivates the student more than the first one.
Reinforcement
Therefore, better to change from delayed reinforcement to frequent reinforcement and from a smoothly desirable reward to highly desirable reward. Cooperative learning increases the immediacy of rewards, the desirability of rewards for accomplishment.
Correction Opportunity
Students are more likely to find feedback from their classmates than from their teacher. Cooperative learning converts the dynamics of correction opportunities similar to reinforcement.
In cooperative learning, correction is immediate, frequent, more equal, and supportive.
Practice Opportunity
The traditional view is to maximize teacher's talking time and minimize students' talking time. However, cooperative learning accounts for the opposite: to minimize teacher's talking time and maximize students' talking time.
Transference
The amount of transference relies on the similarity of the situation of acquisition and the situation of the later elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 11, No. 4; 2018 performance. In the traditional classrooms, students seat in rows and work alone. This structure is very different in teams and is unlike other social interaction situations. Cooperative teams are social interaction positions, so the situation of acquisition is a resemblance to the situations in which the students implement the skills they have learnt. Cooperative learning works well because it decreases the transference gap. When cooperative learning in its place, students are learning skills such as those they will need in life.
Individual Differences Theory
Individual differences are the differences from one person to another on variables such as multiple intelligences, learning style and cognitive development. Students have different minds and learn in different ways. However, the most important differences are multiple intelligence and learning styles . Freeman, (2000) argues that: "In the language teaching field, some of the differences among students have been attributed to students' having different learning or cognitive styles".
According to Freeman, some learners are better visually than those who listen to a material or it depends on the structures related to multiple-intelligence. This covers linguistic or verbal structures as debate, dialogues, discussion and team interview.
In his on line magazine (Kagan, 1998) mentions that: "There are important connections between cooperative learning and multiple intelligences." He puts emphasis on simple multiple intelligences instructional strategies which can be incorporated as part of any lesson. Simple, instructional strategies can be easily integrated into any lesson to release the power of cooperative learning and multiple intelligences. Watkins, et al. (2007) argue that: "The attraction of learning styles is understandable. It reminds teachers that young people learn in different ways, and that activities for learning should be varied." They state that, students vary in their learning style, and the idea that people differ in ability is not controversial everyone agrees with that. Some people are good at dealing with conversations; some people have good ideas in convincing others, so the idea of style actually ought to mean something different.
Joliffe, (2007) explains that: "There is a danger of regarding this too simplistically and thinking of individuals as having fixed learning styles."
Beside the valuable ideas which are involved in the above-mentioned theories, the researcher advocates the use of a variety of teaching techniques to give all students the best chances for practicing the language and so fluency is enhanced. Cook, (2003) indicates that: "Directly or indirectly, the notion of communicative competence has been very widely drawn upon in all areas of applied linguistics." He states that, "the concept of communicative competence is widely used and encompasses different areas". The Cooperative Learning Activities concern teaching and learning processes it is the area of applied linguistics. Therefore, both cooperative learning and communicative competence are integral ideas in ELT, since they provide learning dimensions.
Cooperative Learning and Communicative Competence
When students interact in cooperative learning groups, they learn to give and take information, develop new concepts and perspectives in language, and communicate in a socially acceptable manner. Through interacting with each other in reciprocal discussions students learn to use language differently to explain new experiences.
It is important to realize how Cooperative Learning Activities can contribute to attaining better learning results in foreign language learning regarding the speaking competence. In this context, an important criterion is how much output the individual student is given the chance of producing, since it is here that a very central part of language acquisition and communicative competence in general takes place. Brown (2000) Discourse competence is at the very center of inside and outside-circle, both when they are listening to the structure of the presentation and when giving feedback to it, and when discussing the structure in teams. All aspects of at least the oral side of communicative competence are involved when one works through cooperative learning.
Advantages of Cooperative Learning
Cooperative learning has social benefits as well as academic. One of the essential elements of cooperative learning is the development of social skills such as communicating, building confidence, providing leadership, and managing conflicts, such skills contribute to the general contentment of learning.
Students work with classmates who have different learning skills, cultural background, attitudes, and personalities. Watkins, et al. (2007) Mention that in the first step of cooperation, and when learners explain their meaning-making to each other, they enrich their knowledge, make sense of challenges and communicate in such a way that their own understanding is consolidated. Watkins, et al emphasize the importance of explaining the students own concepts to each other and this foster many social skills and knowledge. In addition to that, the variation of responses to the relevance of group activities is at least partially explained by the fact that individual students are referring to their personal experiences of noticeably different approaches to the structuring of group learning.
Other benefits of the Cooperative Learning Activities can be obtained from mixed-ability classes. Many studies indicate that mixed-ability grouping is the most effective way to maximize student success. When students are in mixed-ability groups, teachers can make use of advantages of cooperative learning and peer tutoring, resulting in positive learning experiences for all learners. As students interact with other students of different developmental levels, other students become more excited about learning and make significant gains, as they have the support and the encouragement from the students of higher levels, as well as the exposure to the knowledge and work of those students.
The most able students also make significant gains as they assume leadership roles, and explain their own ideas while explaining material to others. Leo Jones (2007) mentions that: "In many ways, every class is a mixed-ability class. Even students who have studied together all the time will have varied mastery of the language or remember different things". The researcher thinks that the notion of mixed ability classes are not of great importance and the idea is so vague and poor expectations in terms of accountability and eschewal of teaching that is to say the role of the teacher is poor. In this case, some students pay attention are cooperative, others misbehave and seem disinterested. Furthermore, teachers feel concerned that they are not challenging the high-achievers enough and at the same time are not giving enough help to those who are not doing as well. So, what is mentioned is a clear rejection of saying there are advantages to Cooperative Learning Activities. Additionally, every student has a different way of learning, also learns and progresses at different speeds. Thus, while some students may find the learning task very easy to deal with, others may find it difficult to understand.
The researcher believes in that, when students are involved into the cooperative learning activities, they explain things better to each other. Students learn how to teach one another and explain material in their own words, questions are more likely to be asked and answered in a group setting, and positive interdependency is carried out as individuals feel that they cannot succeed unless everyone in their group succeeds.
Cooperative Learning Activities
Cooperative learning has special activities that can foster peer interaction, which on the other hand, helps the development of communicative language and the learning of notions and content.
Wendy Joliffe (2007) asserts that: "Providing cooperative learning opportunities for learners in pairs and small groups can ensure that learners talk meaningfully and in relation the task." The cooperative learning activities are large in number; however, the researcher has chosen the following: (Jigsaw -Round Table and Round Robin -Three-Step Interview -Role-Play -Numbered Heads Together -Think-Pair-Share -Carousel Brainstorming).
1) Jigsaw
Jigsaw is a cooperative learning activity that aims to decrease conflict and consolidating positive educational outcomes. The jigsaw activity helps students realize that they are essential components of a whole and encourages cooperation in a learning situation. Brown, (2001) emphasizes that: "Jigsaw activities are a special form of information gap in which each member of a group is given some specific information". Accordingly, students gather in a topic-group that contains many students with the same piece to study the material, then, they classify the information through discussion.
2). Round Table and Round Robin According to Tony (1996) , "Round Table. " They explain that both activities are important: in Round Table, learners take turns articulating and writing down ideas on a sheet of paper.
One of the strengths in Round Table is that, each learner in a group has an equal chance to participate in the creation of ideas. The kind of structures are brainstorming, containing learner question generation, stimulation of ideas, solutions to a problem, posing possible answers to an open-ended question, information recall and so forth. In Round Robin, an important goal of brainstorming is to create as many ideas as possible without assessing them. The use of a Round Robin structure not only gives each person an equal chance to create an idea, it also hinders evaluative talk during the process.
3). Three-Step Interview Holt (199) explains the Three-Step Interview in a way that, each person must produce and receive language.
There is an equal participation and individual accountability for listening, because in the third step each student shares what he or she has heard." Thus, there are deep differences between obviously similar simple cooperative structures. Three-Step Interview is far better for improving spoken and listening skills as well as for promoting equal participation.
4). Role-Play
According to the researcher's experience, the Role-Play gets participants actively involved communicative tasks.
5). Numbered Heads Together
Learners have the chance to develop some ideas or responses to a question through discussion. When the discussion is concluded, learners are randomly selected to sum up small group discussion. Numbered Heads Together is an effective activity for assessing prior knowledge on a topic at the beginning of a unit or to check understanding after learners have gathered information about a topic.
6). Think-Pair-Share
Think-Pair-Share is an activity that allows students engage in individual and small-group thinking before they are asked to answer questions in front of the class. There are four steps to this activity:
a. Groups of four students listen to a question posed by the teacher.
b. Individual students are given time to think and then write their responses.
c. Pairs of students read and discuss their responses.
d. The teacher calls some students to share their thoughts and ideas with the whole class.
7). Carousel Brainstorming
Carousel Brainstorming actively joins groups in brainstorming multiple ideas. Moreover, the structure contains movement, which helps stimulate the mind and meets the needs of kinesthetic learners. There are different types of brainstorming, including learner question generation, stimulation of ideas, solutions to a problem, posing possible
answers to an open-ended question, information recall and so forth:
Methodology
Approach: The descriptive approach Tools of data collection: Recorded interviews for testing fluency.
The recorded data consists of (96) interviews produced as oral answers to pre-and post-tests by (48) first year-students in the Faculty of Education at Omdurman Islamic University.
Tools of data analysis: SPSS software program for statistical treatment of data Vol. 11, No. 4; 2018 Population: (48) First year-students, studying English language in the Faculty of Education at Omdurman Islamic University/ Sudan. The students were divided into experimental and control groups, (24) for each groups. The experimental group was involved into practice of English language for a whole month. All prescribed topics were conducted through the aforementioned Cooperative Learning activities.
Results
The aim of data analysis and discussion is to give a clear answer for the research-paper one question in a way to reflect the findings in a scientific way. For the answer of the question, the following tables show students' marks in various fluency-tests: Table 1 does not show a clear statistical significance of one group in favor of the other. Both groups are nearly at the same level in the use of a variety of vocabulary and expressions and the use of variety of grammatical structures. This shows that students in both groups have mastered adequate knowledge but as far as fluency is concerned, both groups have low marks in the production of smooth speaking, effective communication, accurate pronunciation and clear intonation. However, the table shows that both groups have not achieved a good level in fluency. The result in Table 2 states that there is no significant difference between the mean scores of the students' performance in the pretest for both experimental group and control group and this result indicates that the two groups are equal in the pretest of oral fluency of speaking. The result in Table 4 states that there is statistically significant difference between the mean scores in the post test in favor of the experimental group. The t -value (8.578) was significant at (.000) level. This result indicates that there is an improvement occurred to the students' level in oral fluency of speaking.
Discussions
The purpose of this research-paper is to investigate the effect of Cooperative Learning Activities in improving oral fluency of speaking in EFL to the students of the first year at Omdurman Islamic University at the English department.
The results of the investigation have proven that there is statistically significant difference between the mean scores of the experimental groups in pre and posttest. These results reflect that, the Cooperative Learning Activities have improved the oral fluency of speaking to the first-year students of Omdurman Islamic University. These activities include: Consequently, students consolidate their general knowledge.
The improvement of the students' level in oral fluency occurred as a result of continuous discussions among learners who usually enjoy working together because they are actively involved in the learning process.
Furthermore, the teacher's role changed from being in front of the room doing most of the work and all of the talking, to being a facilitator of learner learning, monitoring and collecting data on learner performance, as well as intervening when the group needs assistance in doing the task. The teacher openly encourages students to help each other and students share resources with each other, provide constructive feedback, challenge other members' reasoning and ideas, keep an opened mind, act in a trustworthy way, and promote a safe feeling for all by reducing anxiety.
In cooperative learning situations; there is a positive interdependence among students' goal to attain, they perceive that they can reach their learning goals if the other students in the learning group also reach their goals. So, students seek results that are beneficial to all those with whom they are cooperatively related.
Students discuss the material with each other, help one another understand it, and encourage each other to work hard, and of course this enhances their fluency of speaking. The results show that students were very much engaged to the mentioned ideas.
The development of the students in oral fluency of English happened not only of the activities but also of came as the result of another factor such as the nature of cooperative learning which includes basic elements. Johnson (1984) clarifies the importance of these elements by saying that there are four basic elements that must be included for small group learning to be truly cooperative. The first is positive interdependence. This may be achieved through:
a. Mutual goals i.e., goal interdependence; b. Divisions of work i.e., task interdependence c. Dividing materials, resources, or informs on among group members i.e., resource interdependence, d. Assigning students' different roles i.e., role interdependence e. By giving joint rewards i.e., reward interdependence.
All these factors consolidate the position of Cooperative Learning Approach in terms of being effective. In order for a learning situation to be cooperative, teachers have to consider the following basic element of cooperative learning:
a. Students must perceive that they are positively interdependent with other members of their learning group.
b. Cooperative learning requires face-to-face interaction among students. It is the interaction patterns and verbal interchange among students promoted by the positive interdependence that affect education outcomes.
c. Individual accountability for mastering the assigned material is essential elt.ccsenet.org English Language Teaching Vol. 11, No. 4; 2018 d. The purpose of a learning situation is to maximize the achievement of each individual student.
e. Determining the level of mastery of each student is necessary so students can provide appropriate support and assistance to one another.
Finally, and according to the results of the experimental group, cooperative learning requires that students appropriately use interpersonal and small-group skills. Obviously, placing socially unskilled students in a learning group and telling them to cooperate will not be successful. Students must be taught the social skills needed for cooperation and they must be motivated to use them.
Students must also be given the time and procedures for analyzing how well their learning groups are functioning and the extent to which students are employing their social skills to help all group members to achieve and to maintain effective working relationships within the group.
To sum up this discussion, students of the control group did not make notable signs of progress in fluency. Meanwhile, the students of the experimental group made a clear progress in their fluency. They were able to: With reference to all mentioned analysis and discussion, Cooperative Learning Activities are effective in improving oral fluency of speaking to the EFL learners in the university level.
Recommendations
Based upon the final result, the researcher addresses those who might concern to concider the following recommendations.
The Cooperative Learning Activities have to be generalized in teaching English as a foreign language 1) EFL teachers have to be trained in to use the Cooperative Learning Activities in the teaching/learning process
2) The difficulties that may face EFL teachers in applying the Cooperative Learning Activities in classrooms have to be anticipated and solved in advance.
A Suggested Topic for Research
Types of crash programs required for teacher-training in the domain of the Cooperative Learning.
